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CAN THE GOSPELS BE TRUSTED? 



REVEREND SAMUEL McCOMB, D.D. 
Boston, Mass. 



Christianity is a historical religion. By this we mean not merely 
that it has entered into the history of the world, and that its career 
can be traced, stage by stage, but rather that it is rooted in certain 
historical events, is built on facts open to scientific investigation. The 
Christian religion issues from an actual, historic person who was 
born, lived and taught, and suffered and died. Now the New Testa- 
ment contains the story of this person, tells how he acted and spoke, 
how he conceived of God, of man, of himself, of human destiny: tells 
also how his followers understood him and came to construe life and 
the world through him. In other words, the great value of the New 
Testament lies in this, that it describes the creative period in 
Christianity, the actual founding of the religion. And within the 
New Testament, we are here concerned mainly with the gospels. 

Are the gospels genuine history ? In reading them are we in con- 
tact with actual fact or with a confused mixture of myth and legend, 
conveying some element of truth, it may be, but an element now 
impossible to extricate from the surrounding mass of accretions ? 

Important as this question is, it is possible to make too much of it. 
We must not confound the gospels with the Gospel. The gospels did 
not cre.te the religious life of the first generations of believers; they 
were the product of that life. The oral transmission of the Gospel 
preceded the literary construction of the gospels. If criticism should 
discover that the written records on important matters were unhis- 
torical, the Christian religion would indeed be poorer and thinner but 
it would still be the greatest and most powerful factor in the souls of 
men. The Christ who lived and died and rose again would still com- 
municate his life from age to age. As Christianity arose independently 
of the gospels, so would it survive all the weaknesses that the extremest 
criticism can allege against them. In this spirit of confidence I ap- 
proach the question : Are the gospels historical ? 
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When we speak today of any work as historical we mean that the 
writer conceived it in a scientific spirit with the view of explaining the 
causes and interrelations of past events. The author has no thesis to 
defend : his own sentiments and aspirations are not at stake ; his one 
anxiety is to unroll before our eyes as in a panorama the history of 
earth's kingdoms, to unveil the slow and complicated causes operating 
therein. Now the gospels are not in that sense historical. Their 
motive is not scientific, their aim is not a full and exhaustive 
biography of Christ in which his career should be traced from birth to 
death, and the development of his genius under the various influences 
that played upon it, set forth in due order. On the contrary, their 
motive is religious and practical. They were written to supply the 
needs of a community that believed in Jesus as the Christ and Son 
of God. Their object was to keep alive faith in Jesus Christ, to be 
a substitute for the preaching, and to be an apologetic defense of the 
new religion against the attacks of Jews and pagans. The method of 
realizing this purpose was historical. That is, the gospels are memoirs 
or memorabilia of the life of Jesus, a selection of his sayings and 
doings set down in a rough sort of order so that men might be con- 
vinced of his claims, and to keep his memory green in the hearts of 
his followers. 

The question that is really vital is not, Are the gospels historical in 
the sense that they contain no elements derived from fancy and legend ? 
but, Do they perpetuate a true image of Christ as he lived on earth ? 
In seeking an answer to this question let us confine our attention to 
the first three gospels, which stand in a group by themselves. The 
Fourth Gospel is not so much a history of Jesus as an interpretation 
of that history, and should be classed from our present point of view 
with the epistles. Moreover, its claims are under discussion at the 
present time, and scholars are too much divided as to its character 
for us at present to place it on a level with the Synoptic Gospels. How- 
ever we may view it, we feel in reading it that we are no longer in the 
simple, matter-of-fact atmosphere of the earlier evangelists: it is a 
profound theologian and literary artist who is speaking to us. 

On the threshold of our inquiry we are challenged with two objec- 
tions to the credibility of the gospel narratives : 

1. More than a generation separated the writers from the facts. 
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Here was room for the growth of unhistorical or legendary elements. 
Without doubt this contention is true. Were it otherwise and did 
no secondary element creep into the Christian tradition during the 
half-century or so between the crucifixion and the composition of 
the earlier gospels, we would be compelled to assume a miracle out 
of all analogy to the ordinary working of divine providence. How 
then did this unhistorical element arise ? Partly by the anxiety 
among the primitive disciples to read the Old Testament into every 
incident, even the most trivial, in Christ's life. They could not rise 
above the limitations of their age. Prophecy must find fulfilment 
in crude and literal fact. For example, Mark tells us of the wine 
mingled with myrrh which the women of Jerusalem were accustomed 
to provide for criminals condemned to die by crucifixion. But 
Matthew says that the wine was mingled with " gall " — with obvious 
allusion to Ps. 69 : i . Another influence at work was the unavoidable 
tendency to exaggerate the element of wonder in the mighty works of 
Christ. An illustration is found in the story of the Cursing of the Fig- 
Tree. Mark makes a day intervene between the curse and its fulfil- 
ment: Matthew writes: "the fig-tree was immediately dried up." 
Finally, a legendary element, the secret of whose origin it is idle at this 
late date to attempt to discover, must be frankly conceded. The story 
of the entering of the devils into the swine of Gadara must be accounted 
for in this way, though it is highly probable that some genuine fact lies 
behind it. Matthew's account of our Lord's death and resurrection, 
including as it does such incidents as an earthquake, the apparition 
of many risen saints in the streets of Jerusalem, the appearance of an 
angel like lightning with raiment white as snow, the sealing and guard- 
ing of the sepulcher, seems to show the same fanciful influences at 
work as we find in the Jewish apocalyptic writings of the time. 

On the other hand, these elements can be easily detached from the 
main story, leaving the portrait of Christ unharmed. Jtilicher remarks 
truly : "The true merit of the synoptists is that they, in spite of all their 
poetic touches, did not repaint but handed down the Christ of history. 
They omitted much, changed much, but the modern Jewish attempt 
to treat the sayings of Jesus as a selection from rabbinical wisdom is 
futile." It must be remembered that though many years separate 
the writers from the facts, the sources of the gospels were much earlier 
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than the gospels themselves. Luke tells us that he made most careful 
effort to get behind the popular tradition to the accounts of "eye-wit- 
nesses." And a most striking corroboration of the historicity of the 
mass of the gospel material is found in the fact that it betrays so little 
the consciousness of later events and conditions. To the minds of 
primitive Christians God had signally avenged the death of his Son in 
the fall of Jerusalem. This event seemed to cut all history in two : 
between the order of things that went before and the order of things 
that came after, a great gulf was fixed. It is not too much to say that 
if the gospel story had been formulated after the year 70, it would have 
been possessed with this overwhelming disaster, and everywhere we 
could read premonitions of the coming storm; as a matter of fact it 
has left few traces on the gospel records. We must conclude that 
the main narrative was formed before the year 70 A. d. 

2. It is affirmed that there are many discrepancies in the gospels, 
and that this fact invalidates their testimony. It is easy to compile 
an imposing list of such contradictions. Then, is it asked, how can 
witnesses who constantly contradict one another claim our confidence ? 
But the law-courts resound daily with similar contradictions, yet 
nobody thinks of giving up the quest for truth and justice; nay, 
substantial truth in circumstantial variety is so much the character 
of human testimony that any exact agreement of witnesses is regarded 
with suspicion. So in writing history the historian must penetrate 
beneath the discrepant views of witnesses to the main fact common 
to all; he will not discredit the fact because of the discrepancies. 

Turn now from the negative to the positive side of our discussion. 
Two generations of scholars have been at work sifting and criticizing 
the gospels, seeking to solve the problem of their origin. If we set 
aside the extremists on both sides, and ask what the main body of 
modern biblical scholars hold probable, we obtain the following answer : 
(1) The Synoptic Gospels were written in the first century, 65-100 a. d., 
and embody a tradition which in the main took shape prior to the 
year 70 a. d. (2) They are based on the traditions and writings of 
eye-witnesses, and in the main are probably correct. (3) The earliest 
gospel is Mark, founded on reminiscences of Peter and his circle and 
compiled by a Jewish Christian, familiar with the original disciples 
and rejoicing in Christianity as a new world-religion. (4) Mark is 
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the main source used by Matthew and Luke, in addition to which 
they used a collection of logia or oracles of Christ like those which 
form the Sermon on the Mount. Some scholars think that Luke 
besides these two sources, had a special document from which he drew 
the material which he gives in chaps. 10-18. (5) Matthew's gospel 
was drawn up by an unknown writer who combined the gospel of Mark 
and the collection of logia compiled by the apostle Matthew. This 
would account for the tradition connecting Matthew with the gospel. 

To sum up in the words of Dr. Harnack : 

Sixty years ago David Frederick Strauss thought that he had entirely destroyed 
the historical credibility not only of the fourth but also of the first three gospels 
as well. The historical criticism of two generations has succeeded in restoring 

that credibility in its main outlines Criticism today universally recognizes 

the unique character of the gospels When all is said, the Greek language 

lies upon these writings only like a diaphanous veil and it requires hardly any 
effort to retranslate their contents into Hebrew or Aramaic. That the tradition 
here presented to us is, in the main, at first hand is obvious. 

Perhaps some one will ask, apart from critical minutiae, how can I 
convince myself that in reading the gospels I am in touch with fact 
not fable ? Let me put such a questioner in possession of a method 
by which he can gain the conviction he seeks. Read the gospels 
intelligently, setting aside for the moment whatever is difficult or 
unacceptable, and gradually there will rise before you the figure of a 
unique person, a true Son of Man, who hated the bigotry of priest and 
pedantry of scribe, who was the consistent foe of materialism and 
conventionality in religion, the sympathetic friend of publican and 
sinner, the healer of disease and forgiver of sin, the prophet who 
arraigned his age before the bar of conscience- and of God, the true 
servant of humanity who loved all men with a sacred passion in the 
strength of which on their behalf he laid down his life. Matthew's 
picture is "prophetic," Mark's is "realistic," Luke's is "idealistic;" 
yet these are not three pictures but one. And the question is : Whence 
arose the Christ-picture with all its freshness, originality, and spiritual 
sublimity ? Every attempt to account for it, while rejecting the evan- 
gelical facts, has broken down. Who today believes in the cold and 
meager Christ of Paulus, the mythical Christ of Strauss, the romantic, 
sentimental Christ of Renan ? No ; the more men study the gospels 
the more they feel that here is a study from life. But it may be asked : 
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How can we be sure that we have the actual sayings of Christ and not 
those which his followers put into his mouth ? Well, there is a group 
of sayings which were obnoxious to a later time and therefore prove 
their genuineness by their very presence in the Gospel narrative. 
Christ's refusal to be called "good" for "no one is good save God 
only" appears to imply that he called in question his own goodness, 
and we know from Matthew's gospel that a later time felt the saying 
to be an offense; his profession of ignorance of the day and hour of 
the final judgment, his assertion that blasphemy against the Son of 
Man shall be forgiven, and his cry from the Cross: "My God, My 
God, why hast thou forsaken me?" — all these passages are regarded 
by such an extreme critic as Schmiedel as unquestionable. But if 
this be so, we can go farther. For the fact that these writers prove 
honesty and nearness to the facts when we can check them should 
lead us to trust them when we cannot check them. And a valuable 
contribution of their honesty is seen in the fact that they recount 
incidents which throw discredit on the Twelve. The wranglings of 
the disciples, their mean disputes and idle ambitions, the denial of 
Peter, the fall of Judas, the cowardice of the entire band — these things 
are historical on the face of them. Every motive is against their 
being fiction, every argument is in favor of their historicity. Or 
again, take such a body of teaching as is embodied in the parables. 
Its simplicity, spirituality, and unity of conception demand one mind 
as creative source. These stories are so apt, so similar in style, so 
like in outward form to rabbinical instruction yet so far from it in 
spirit, that we may be certain they really belong to Jesus Christ. 
Finally, there are great organizing conceptions, such as the kingdom 
of God and the fatherhood of God, which stood in open contradiction 
to the ideas of the time. Wherever their inwardness and spirituality 
are set forth we may be certain we are listening to the words of the 
prophet who stands above his age, not to the words of his followers 
who are much nearer its level. Thus we may assure ourselves that in 
the main the gospels enshrine the genuine image and preserve the 
real thought of the Founder of Christianity. 



